
DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 096 882 HE 005 909

AUTHOR Scott, Robert A.
TITLE Independent Study in the Undergraduate College.
PUB DATE 3 Dec 73
NOTE 18p.; Paper presented at the Cornell University- -New

York Hospital School of Nursing Faculty Forum on
Independent Study, December 3, 1973

EDRS PRICE hr-$0.75 HC-$1.50 PLUS POSTAGE
DESCRIPTORS Colleges; Credits; *Higher Education; *Independent

Study; *Individual Study; *Learning Experience;
*Undergraduate Study

ABSTRACT
Independent study involves those activities that help

students develop the capacity for self-paced, lifelong learning.
Independent study may be pursued concurrently with regular courses or
as an intensive experience by itself. A major question faced by all
who consider offering independent study concerns the students. Few
institutions offer independent study without screening students on
the basis of college grades. The transfer of independent study credit
is often more difficult than is the transfer of traditional credit
because most institutions hesitate to recognize independent study
that occurs outside their on scrutiny. Ideally, the independent
study project should be a student's idea that has been refined and
formulated by the student and the faculty advisor. Evaluati4n should
involve a review of the study's objectives, which may be fulfilled by
writing papers, making objects, or presenting live performances. The
costs of independent study to students should depend on the
university resources required by the program. Since most professional
jobs require problemsolving and independent throught, both enhanced
by independent study, universities have an obligation to organize
independent study opportunities for their students. (Author/PG)



(%.'
CO Robert A. Scott First Rights
CIO 110 Park Lane 16 Pages
Ci Ithaca, New York 14850 3570 Words
C>
C=1
1.1.7

BEST COPT 'WADABLE
ANICId VD NOILISOd v014,31%131

0 airulato lmouvis Wilma/MR
ledge AlUIVSSIIIIM AV 00 anivil
960sNId0 10 *MA iO LODOd LI ONtv
r4$0160 t4COLviMv040 10
*Des 4:13A01314 SW AlaNnia 022110
Male Bill woo atsa*ILIOCI sou

ISOLMACII
dO 6111.U/SVIIVV01411
sivalameNDIAVNICIS

11,1VI1 VOLIAINJAIVd110 'VA

INDEPENDBNT STUDY IN THE UNDERUADUATE COLLATE

Paper read at the Cornell University - New York NOspital School of Nursing

Faculty Forum on Independent Study, December 3, 1973

Robert A. Scott, Associate Dean

College of Arts and Sciences, Cornell University

Ti c term "independent study" has several interpretations. Applicants

for eolleze admission understand it as an indicator or flexibility in

alacational philosophy; enrolled Students sea it as a desirable stop

toward relevance and nway from the bored= of diced history and sociology;

e...b.Laistraors hope it is a panacea for unre4t and demands for curricula

..form; Zaculty it is a rIne idea for hollors students, b..tt not

for othro. Th3ra are to eae vies, of mu-rat, but th..3e

to deflne :That wa
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In an i=portant rezeurzolDressel and Thor.:Non extend the definition of

Independent study from the nArrow eonf:ncs of honots students to the

realm of eieryman, because they believe that the capacities developed

by independent Study should be among the coals of liberal education. To

plraphrase these authors, independent study inoslves those activities

.t-hich help students do Glop the capacity for self-piced, lifelong

learning.
1

This definition places independent study squarely into the arena of

"non- traditional" study, in which students are freed from the limitations

of pace, place, and traditions in higher education. As a result of this

relief, non-traditional study involves new roles and tensions for both

teachers and learners. It also raises again the issue of content versus

process in education.

Traditional courses are offered in concurrent fashion, several at a

time, and students take from three to five together, depending upon the

length of the school's term. The opposite kind of course has been called

"intensive" because students engage it exclusively, with no other coursr,s

as distractions. Intensive courses last from a few weeks to four months,

althou&i: four to 31.k weeks aporludrs to be the typical length.

Independent study may be pursued in either mode. concurrently with regular

courses or as an intensive Pxparience try itself. As part of a regular

rtourse sel:aule, independ.::It study often sufrers from a lack of attention

succuMbs to til.t pressurcz or re;:ult.r course::. Ibt:c!ver, the bene-

fits of LllovIndri% otady deJiesbla that new time



BEST COPY MrRP ABLE

o:.:Iirl:1;11.:z 'rave been pr..o.00.,A to ac,!arnmolata it. While only a fa:: schools

hotted a modidae oalunrlar of shoft, on3 cmrsc "tenas," as

at alloraao wish 4as nine three and ore -Lalf week time bloeks as

t.erms, r.Pre than throe huadred colleges have introduced "four -ore four,"

Interim term calendars that include a one-month, one subject, independent

study period in January. This calendar has grown dramatically in popularity

during the past few years, from 230 campuses in 1970 to 329 in 1972.
2

A

few colleens have inatitutea a similar program in May, but January is the

much more popular time.

In a recent peper,Hefferlin reviewed both intensive and concurrent

courses and concluded that while no evidence appears to show that con-

current courses are more effective than intensive ones, concurrent

courses are employed more often because they make prescribed curricula

more tolerable by breaking up students' studies into short doses.3

Second, concurrent courses are less trouble to teach because they require

less attention, and are more easily made routine. A third reason may

be simply the lack of experience of most teachers with other than con-

current schedules. If teachers do not have experience with intensive

courses, concurrent classes may be considered best as the result of

blind r:.,oetition rather than from researeh and studies replication.

Hefferlin unlerscores the advantages of intensive courses and their role

as a model of the carricul In the future; and Drevsel an Thompson ei%e

tie ability to study aloa.1 the goal of indereniant study -- as the goal

of o.wation for allLtud3nts. What, thr:n, is th::: stu.tus of Ind,Tsmient

stud ': What is its ..!.stc. fationgh in trim torm "Jblz,." plar.s Llw,.

featur:.s o: indt:pendrnt stilly have het:11 e4ailablrl sInezi i;11:) lazt :part



of the 19 century 1.n :,01ear:nr:lr.pic and tlitorlals. Iii the 1910's

193".31 .loveral exp.zrin.ntu h10. 5c =0: Smith, Swarthmore,

Stan fora, and Reed, the brtivarsity.of ani the -1%rersity of

Th7! percenta6e of institutions offering independent study

inc!reasod From 16 to !?.;; porzent bet w... the 1930's and the 1950's;4 and

by spring 1973, about percent of all four-year collezes and uniiersities

offered independent study and/or research at the undergraduate level.
5

Mayhew concludes his summary Of this history by arguing that an institu-

tion should not attempt a major program of independent stu an

isolabilreform; the propc," context is required.
6 But the ra d growth of

this alternative suggests that independent study may have 1,- :n adopted

by many schools in response to student demands for relevance and freedom

rather than as part .of a coherent education0 philosophy.

Before we discuss some of the major issues related to intensive independent

study, we should mention the types of projects and schools where this mode

of study seems to prosper. Dressel and Thompson found that research projects,

independent reading, and independent laboratory experience are the most

frequent types of independent study. :ther researchers add vork experience

in industry, academic- based field stutiy, and community service projects.

L:.portant findings hold that small private collegas ara more likeiy to

offer opportunities for indep.?ndent st..ly than 1ar4e public universities, and

7.11
that it is mo::t likctly to prosper in intense ittellecual atmosphres.

t) ,eral coi.IT:t in ii, loo at zo:rt of the zpcificlc v n .:

1,:sl.L.s and preJlem: a;:znelatod with anz,* academic .2ndcavor, ftnd how thzly

:'Jr rAtttion to What ur- thr., rol:rs and attitud

Vacuity, aAniniztr..t.t.1...)n, ztud,Jut.:: ;;Ittt about k2reJ.14.. and :2:rndint;,



BEST CO Winn

standards, attrition, and costs: Which courses and toplcs of study should

be purzued? What are the benefits of independent study?

The study.:: cited earlier found that faculty generally view independent

tt.11 as an "extra burden," i.c. an activity for which they are not rewarded

in pay or credit toward promotion. A popular view among teachers is that

most students are not capable of handling the independence required by

self-paced study. Some faculty feel that lecture-recitation courses are

more rizorous, that process should always be secondary to content, and that

independent study projects are too often "unacademic."
12

One consequence

of these feelings is that as independent study programs become better

organized, they tend to become part of the regular course-credit structure

and lose their original flexibility.-13 This phenomenon has occurred through-

out the history of independent study: the structure and rules set up to

:Insure flexibility begin to limit it; January plans are not immune to

this process. Mayhew reviewed a number of them and reported as follows:

The first year each student is allowed to work on discrete
subjects. The next year students are grouped according to inter-
ests. The third year a limited number of projects are announced
in advance by the faculty and in the fourth year a catalog of
'independent study courses offered during the interim ter& is
published, and education has returned full cycle again.-L4

Administrative time is needed to help set up independent study opportunities.

Publications, finances, off-campus arrangements, etc. take time and commitment,

and the attitude of the collare is made evident by theme efforts. The amount

of assistance offered to help students prepare projects and the forms

required are other expressions of college attitude. Shiny tatalo rhetoric

tarniahes quickly when put up against three-page applications requiring

three sieratqres and two letters of m.*amendaticn.
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A major question. faced by all who eoz.sid.!r offering indepandent study

,oneems Vie students. Ohould all stulents La clizilae, or only the

superior ones? Obviously the answers depend upon one's goals. According

to the Dri,.3r.lel-Thomp3on AuAy, fTe institutions oftsr independent study

wLthout scxeening students on the basis of college grades. However, the

authors urge that all students should be eligible, and other reports

claim that independent study programs are being expanded to include

more than honors students.
15 At two kinds of schools, the numbers

involved in independent study exceed expectations: small colleges with

highly intellectual environments where students enjoy thinking and intense

concentration and where limited curricula can be expended by student

initiated study; and colleges which have rearranged their calendars to

Eccommodate and encourage independent study.
16 On another front,

intensive courses and independent study are techniques used by External

Degree, Open University, and Continuing Education programs to enlarge their

pools of prospective students.

Accordin; to Hefferlin, at least 80 percent of all students surveyed have

endorsed independent study of the intnsive type.
17

This finding is

directly opposed to the apathy and disinterest shown concurrent independent

ztudy, but this seems to be.caused mainly by "red tape," archaic procedures,

and the competing pressures of other courses.
lb

Programs of intensie

caurse4; scem to be batter organized and more attractive.

In most cases, credit L azell=cd for iniepends.nt study pursued during a

r.?.L;ular term. Most college3 also glve crodit for interim term programs,

a few are voi.mtar:,.. 7,.:arly 40 torrent of l'iusIsnell University
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students pu.rticipat;e in it 7ollntary .fanuavy pi ,.19 L'n most eas.z.s .eaere

credit is not actul.11y rtrticipa,:lon coantc toward a graduation

requireLent.

1...rasfer of indapandJut study cred.U; is often more difficult ths,.

the.: transfer of traditional credit because most institutions hesitate to

recognize independent study which occurs volside their own scrutiny.
20

The

guide of the national registrar's associat,Jn recommends that the descriptive

titles of all courses be entered on -uranscripts, but general practice is

that "Dir Read" for Directed Reading or "Ind Stud" for Independent Study

will apoear rather than a title such as "Local Trans Problems," with the

course number indicating that this was an independent study courae.21

Grades are usually of the' Pass -Fail variety, although some colleges give

grades with finer distinctionq.

Standards are a bugaboo, a constant source of concern. Some faculty and

administrators consider field work and January plans to be unacademic;

their features are viewed as more akin to the extracurriculum than to

serious academic work, and therefore are considered to be below the

standards of the institution. If one assumes that a detailed syllabus and

a mast.::r-pupil relationshlp are required for learning to occur, then

independent study will be considred second-class. However, numerous

panels on higher education and many individual educators argue that

independent study is a legitimate academic endeavor and that appropriate

standards and methods do e;:ist to evaluate both the propo3es ant the

results of non-traittional learning acti-rities. The3e problems are

addrezzt.d in the rccommen4:Ntiona that follow at thJ end of the paper.



BEST COM AVAIL

ttritio,t I.; a txljor IJatv: .n educ4tion. Ihia phenomenon

1.17f;!ot.; !r1.!pflnlInt stuly, too, alti:o-.G?: :aol;t cf1,3cr-le that it is

not ztildt-nta in inttp..in tern or oth:,. ,:ampuJ-basel independovt atudy

pro;:xams -:71-lo drop out, bvt atul:nta -:orrezpondcnce and tolevlsion

i!2

co%r3,1z. Bcrdever, tap? ani lack of faculty concern can still

students' motivation for indepandut study just as they can for these

other activities.

Bewausa administrators are generally so enthusiastic about independent

otudy, one would think that reliable financial information is known.

Unfortunately, this is not the case. Although most schools consider inde-

pendent study to be costly, reliable cost figures are not available.
23

In

e. small sample cited by Thompson and Dressel, about 40 percent found no

change in costs, while another 40 percent said they found increases in

faculty salaries and laboratory equipment, library, and administrative

costs.
24

For "Jan" plans, many schools charge room, board and tuition,

while a fe-d do not charge tuition on the basis that the costs involved are

already covered.
25

During the regular term, unless they are counted as

part of the normal teaching load, independent study courses will be part of

an averL:ud for which the teacher is probably not paid extra. If he is paid,

it will be empensive for tit budget; if he is not, it will be expensive, in

term; of rmzulty support, for the program. Mayhew cites evidence that

atudy proiryaniI can add 2;; 9-Jr cent to the total :.:::fcructional

hudget if ne :; teftcherc must be hired."

!sot all abject nlattr,, ben,rIts frefA irlependent study. Learning lanzuage

zkilla rovir. other Incplc; it in not norAtally an "independent"
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:f.o:fle skills, such as ::a;;Ilematics, are learned more easily

4th tile bonefiL of vre.;ru=e1 instr.11tion and without other ast:Istance.

!.'llyhew states that there arc no good criteria available for determining

t::ose fields for which Independent si=ly is most appropriate.
27

Others

due that sound judilmonts can be .:.ad c about advanced-level independent

rewlinc Lai laboratory study, and field-work. A examples, consider the

titles of these Jan plan projects completed last year at one medium-sized

university:

- A study of the university's transportation system and suggestions

for its improvement

- Instruction in a computing language

. Design of a reading aid for the blind

28
- A study of the concepts of mathematical modeling.

The benefits of independent study sound quite impressive. However, the praise

must be tempered by the knowledge that independent study programs have been

29
inadequately evaluated. Nonetheless, some benefits seem valid. It is

claimed that independent study helps improve students' problem-solving

skills, fo,.:ers self-dizeipline, and permits greater interaction between

students and faculty. It provides the possibility of freedom from the

pace and place restraints of the concurrent schedule and the home campus,

and flexibility in matching the requirements of the subject, the style of

the instructor, and the needs of the student. Other beneeits depend upon

the plan itself: increasing one's kno:dedge, d.lvoloping a seriousness of

purpose through commitment to a single project, and providing a b.mkd oi. con-

text in Vhich to view on 's 3tufiles can each result.3° And, of courao,

inlepen,lent study permits tne of tho currioulam.
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a.anL:nv n u! n,;, atbaticaz,r dnAIrti ! l.t: ;radi

tit... are all affes.:tvd Tode. T:le =Jost i=portant feature of

thla st:ile may be that It offers a distinct and alternative to

cenctifrent course:: and th:Ar zora stably, burea,:cratle nat.:ra.31

There are some warnings that sltould be noted. Intensive eoarses can. be

tiring for faculty who are unfarAliar with the new teaching style and

tha increased workload that results from student enthusiasm. Also, usefUl

re tilts depend very much on the willingness of students and faculty to

32
spend the time and effort necessary to achieve success. Unless enough

time is set aside, the three-credit hour, concurrent, independent study

course will be squeezed out by the demands of regular courses.

On balance, independent study seems to be a worthwhile enterprise in both

the intensive and concurrent modes. Hoe, then, can the probability of itc

success be enhanced? Mayhew suggests several principles, some of which

have been mentioned already. First, sufficient tine must be available

for the independent study to have an impact on the student. One month-long

interim term in four years Is probably not enough to permit students to

realiz-e the goals o: IndL.eendent study. Houner, connecting that experience

to conc!urrant courses or inleptndent study daring the regIllar term would

,xlhance tb -..:%an%1$.1 for a=,:ass, Just e.3 a loni;cr Intensi7e perioa

lar,le block of is rr.;A.Ida to acco=modata false starts, reduce the

Aiztrle.ions of otnar activities, and allow Vor th° aur.:Alati-re effect (DI:

inictperdt sturl tust to z-af-

ficia%h1;;. Intow.rat.:1 1 nto ..tics icol...m to reduce adminitrativa barrierz
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aal to prof do statu'e fcr the courses. Third, uelese independent stuiy :Ls

zonsiel.!red part of: tele teaching load and reward system, professor will

pro':eely hot encourae-1 anq eupport it sufficiently. iourth, the peoeram

ef = :-.dpenient study meet be con3istent Kith other features of the curriculum

lad tha interests of atudeats and feculty. As a single panacea it is doomed

to a short life. Finally, don't exeect too much in terms of personal growth,

expect only that which can be delivered.33 Independent study should not be

the cruise ship in students' search for self.

The several reviews I have cited each end on a disappointed note. The

authors note the possibilities and expectations for independent study,

but their conclusions are influenced by the realities of college curricula,

faculty attitudes, and students' sense of academic adventure. I am more

optimistic, esecially for the January term plan that is tailor-made by a

student and one or two faculty advisors who share an interest in the

project. If the experience is tied to the curriculum - e.g. research on

military justice by a student in political science who has taken courses in

constitutiotal law and the American military system - so much the better.

Students may not learn more of a given subject through independent study

than in a regular course, and they may not master self-discipline and prob.

lemsoliin6 techniques, but they will mo3t likely find satisfaction and

maceeee in an alternate style of learning in an area of study of their

own chooeing and planning. And this is no small aehlevement.

rememendatione for independent stud;; follow. First, the objectiee for

etudy should be articulated and published in catalcees eel(' on the forms

to be ueed. These objeetives enneern both the experience itself
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and the suLjct matter to mastered. tadopendeat study, especially of

the int.:LIsive variety, off -,:s the opportunity to include some practical,

quasi-profeszional experience in a liberal arts curriculum and to flee new

opportt,nit:tes from the boundaries of time, location, and tradition. This

flexibility is a necessary feature of modern education because it permits

the matc:Ang of students' learning needs with the resources necessary to

meet those needs.

Ideally, the independent study project should be a student's idea that has

been refined and formulated by the student and a faculty adviser. During

the process of review, questions about length of time, percentage of time,

setting,supervision, subject matter, number of credits, and grading should

be decided. Each independent study course should have its own name, and not

be sentenced to the transcript as "Dir Stud." The University, of Rochester

has a very good system that allows students to create their own names for

directed study courses. Supervision may be provided by professors or uni-

versity-screened preceptors on site, or by faculty visits, or by regular

reports between sponsors and students.

Evaluation involves a review of the study's objectives, which may be ful-

filled by writing papers, ms:king objects, or presenting live performances.

C.artification may result from the direct evaluation of a project or a review

of subsequent eymmiaation results such as those provided by the Colleze Level

Prozram.

Faculty i;ponsorzhip of independent stuly should be made known to department

cnairra and deans, perhstps by sending them copies of study project applica-

tion forms. Whenever possible, it should eount as part of the teaching
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load, eitnQr on a (LI-for-ona v inip:Indent study courz::

equals ona r.;:jular courJe, or on a conoxAted bah s, e.g. three independent

utuly ,!ourseJ oa regujsx course. ThiJ hinl of tcJaehing should alywia

be ;:on4id..)rcd during promotion and salary discussions. To often, independent

stay zponsovahip is a forgotten part of a professor' workload.

Ctaer policy questions laulu4e the place of independent study in the cur-

riculum, the qualifications needed to participate, and the cost to the

student. If independent study is seen as a luxury or as an adventure for

superior students, then it will be available to a limited group. The more

persuasive position states that it is an important form of teaching and

learning that should be made available to the Maximum number of students,

although advanced students are likely to make more use of the opportunity.

The proportion of a student's total work allowed to be taken in a non-

traditional manner in a residential college should probably not exceed

two semesters out of eight; the norm will be about one in eight.

.The costs of independent study to students should depend.upon the University

resources required by the program. If a student is studying off-campus and

is expected to consult with his teacher only occasionally, he should not be

billed at the same rate as someone who sees the teacher weekly and utilizes

campus facilities. Although there is another alternativelno consultations

at all, only the submission of a final report, this option should not be made

legitimate by ceeating a fee for it. Consultation on a regular basis during

the term should be required. Therefore, r propose the establishment of three

fen rates: one for both concurrent and intensive independent study on-campus;

another roe intensive stuJ-. off-cm:Iva:1 with free went consultations with

cd71zrs; and a third for intonJive atudy ofi-camoua that requires little
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colix.atation ani cnApus advisers and fa,:ii.P4,1s. 'ripe one

t-Ttlen 7;1,-pes two azid thees zhould

be cIrtrzed 75'gland 350f,o: tuition respectively to compensate for their

on otrtre and facil5t1.,!s. In p:n.c.tIce, fees for tlae latter trpes

gr:.:Aly, from :xy modest to full tuit.....= charges. The proposed

ar.:: more ad.lquate and .fair than these. By charging on. a percentage

basis, institutions may charge different amounts, but the relationship

to regular tuition will be the same. The fees should be based on the

proposed study and aszessed at the beginning of the term in the normal way.

If tuition is $3,000, the price of intensive study off-campus'with frequent

consultation would be $2250. If tuition is $2,000, the price would be $1500.

The charges for intensive study off-campus with little consultation and work

with hone campus advisers and facilities would be$1050 and $700 respectively.

These figural are not based on a scientific study of educational costs,

but on a sense of proportion and knowledge of the services rendered to

review, processoand evaluato independent study.

fees shold be charged for independent study whether or not the student is

payin fees elsewhere, although some argue that fees paid off-campus should

affe,2t the amount char e1 by tha home campus. But fees should be based on

camtz noh on some other criteria. Also, students gihould be

mnt.-A ::!razlit for ap-orovd ini,:pendent work even if they are paid as interns

t1-1.1r tudy. no evIl:nce that pay eatards learning, and the

n!ay b n2e.:sziary. shulents 3hould be oligible for

!Lid, uith c:cpe aAjuJtm:tats for inconle, duriud the period of indo-

-or%.

c.n an bazis.

stuti not be available to all



- 15 -
BEST COPY esti nRLE

Tcr.r.-Lon:; InLJLA...%! livA,;pnacnt : :26' :d y proeyams r.TT1e 7ariablt: credit, and

colzr:;,! rhc. Jtandard d,:!JIsnation.; twld mczt academic

t:or thcir and four-:.redit hour colrseJ ar:: not adalaatc

to ecp!...!ent coherent, 4:1111-time, cross - discipline study. Without a college

fIeld work or independent study course number that can account

fcr up to 16 credit hours per term, several department numbers will be needed

instead of only several teachers and one agency authorized to consider such

proposals. The transcript should note "College 700" at 16 credit hours,

for example, not "Soc 399" four times at four credit hours each.

Independent study as I have discussed it is not in absentia study, which means

that a student is registered at another school, or a Leave of Absence, which

imolies an inactive status. It is independent study, also known as field

work, field study, directed research, an internship program; it involves an

active status with connections to one's home campus; and students should

be raziotered as such.

These study arrangements can be valuable educational opportunities for students.

They are also a good means by which schools can involve alumni in educational

affairs in addition to :ore routine financial activities. People with

connections in health professions, industry, or the performing arts, for

example, can help set up off-campus study sites in these areas. Many

colleges and independent secondary schools request alumni assistance in

helping students accomplish field study and "Jaa plan" objectives to

the benefit of both students uni
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profeAsional jobs rzluirQ people to utilise the skills of problem-

-,;olvia6 sal inL.;.o.%Wlit, teat LILe enharw:ed by collei;o-letel

indepanlogt stuqy: If this is true, and I think it i3, we have an obli-

gation to organize independent study opportunities for our studenta.
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